Most women have hot flashes during menopause. Some women use complementary therapies, such as acupuncture, to treat menopausal symptoms. Acupuncture is a traditional Chinese treatment in which thin needles are inserted into the body at specific points. Studies comparing real with sham (or "fake") acupuncture for treatment of menopausal symptoms have shown both positive and negative results.
What is the problem and what is known about it so far?
Most women have hot flashes during menopause. Some women use complementary therapies, such as acupuncture, to treat menopausal symptoms. Acupuncture is a traditional Chinese treatment in which thin needles are inserted into the body at specific points. Studies comparing real with sham (or "fake") acupuncture for treatment of menopausal symptoms have shown both positive and negative results.
Why did the researchers do this particular study?
To determine whether Chinese medicine acupuncture is more effective than sham acupuncture when used to treat menopausal hot flashes.
Who was studied? 327 women living in Australia aged 40 years or older who were menopausal or close to being menopausal and were having at least 7 hot flashes of moderate severity each day.
How was the study done?
The women were randomly assigned to receive 10 sessions of either a standardized program of Chinese medicine acupuncture or sham acupuncture. The sham acupuncture gave the sensation of a needle prick, but it did not involve the insertion of needles into the body. The women did not know whether they were receiving real or sham acupuncture. The researchers used questionnaires to measure the severity and frequency of the women's hot flashes at baseline, at the end of treatment (8 weeks), and at 3 and 6 months after treatment. They also collected information on adverse effects that the women had as a result of the treatment. Treatments were given by Chinese medicine acupuncturists in their private clinics.
What did the researchers find?
Compared with the hot flash scores at the beginning of the study, both groups (real and sham acupuncture) had a 40% improvement in the scores at the end of treatment, and this improvement was continued at 3 and 6 months after treatment. There was no difference between groups in terms of hot flash scores. No serious adverse events were reported by either group.
What were the limitations of the study?
Most of the women were Caucasian. The study did not include women with a history of breast cancer or those who had both of their ovaries removed. These women tend to have more severe hot flashes. In addition, the sham acupuncture can cause minor physiologic effects and is not considered a true placebo treatment.
What are the implications of the study?
Chinese medicine acupuncture does not offer any benefit over sham acupuncture for treatment of menopausal hot flashes. 
